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Abstract: Furniture accounts for a high proportion of bulky waste and has a substantial environmental 
impact, yet has been largely neglected in academic debate on product longevity. Recent estimates 
suggest that each year around 10 million tonnes of furniture are discarded annually in Europe. Much is 
unduly short-lived and a mere 10% is recycled. Evidence points to the use of low quality materials and 
poor design as primary obstacles to a circular economy in furniture. Such practices reduce durability 
and repairability and restrict the potential for reuse. Business models in the sector tend to favour 
relatively short product lifetimes to secure replacement sales, while a lack of incentives and an 
inadequate take-back infrastructure inhibit reuse. This paper presents the key findings from a 
systematic literature review undertaken to identify the current state of knowledge concerning furniture 
longevity. It explores and assesses furniture design and manufacture, maintenance, repair, and reuse, 
and considers the influence of market and regulatory conditions upon furniture longevity. 
 
Introduction 
Furniture has attracted less attention for its 
environmental impact than many other 
consumer durables, which is understandable as 
few types of furniture require energy to operate 
and the material used in the greatest volume, 
wood, is a renewable resource. Nonetheless, 
no sector should be excluded from scrutiny and 
policymakers evidently plan to address its 
environmental impact. The European Union’s 
recently amended Waste Framework Directive 
(2018/851) identifies furniture as a key sector, 
while its revised Circular Economy Action Plan 
indicates that furniture will be prioritised (EC, 
2020). 
 
The substantial material throughput of furniture 
is problematic. Furniture consumption in the EU 
has been estimated at around 10.5m tonnes 
annually; most ends up incinerated or in landfill 
(EEB, 2017). Life cycle analysis indicates that 
the greatest environmental impact is in the 
production and supply of materials, leading to 
the conclusion that the selection and efficient 
use of materials and the durability of products 
are of primary significance (Cordella and 
Hidalgo, 2016). Increased furniture lifetimes 
would reduce not only waste but carbon 
emissions (Brunet-Navarro et al., 2017; 
Bumgardner and Nicholls, 2020).  
 
Social commentators have referred to ‘fast 
furniture’ in criticising an apparent trend 
towards short-lived items (e.g. Cummins, 
2020). Although firm evidence is lacking, the 
declining cost of certain types of furniture is 
indicative of such a trend. This may be 
attributed to increased productive efficiency, 
but critics argue that it reflects use of lower 
quality materials and poor design (e.g. EEB, 
2017). ‘Sufficiency-driven business models’ 
have been proposed as an alternative approach 
(Bocken and Short, 2016), coupled with 
supporting policy measures (FURN360, 2018). 
 
Several research papers that address furniture 
lifetimes have used kitchens as an example. 
Kitchens are “highly affected by frequent 
replacements, renovations, and a short service 
life” (Ollar et al., 2020), partly resulting from “the 
strong influence of trends … and the status 
connected to renovating the kitchen” (Hagejärd 
et al., 2020). Both studies conclude that 
system-level change is required. 
 
Aim 
This paper explores research into furniture 
lifetimes and gives particular attention to the 
influence of design, business practices and the 
consumer. It adopts a sequential life cycle 
approach by addressing, in turn, design and 
manufacture, acquisition, care, repair and 
disposal, and reuse and upcycling. Our aim is 
to provide an overview of current knowledge on 
furniture lifetimes and, specifically, to assess 
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Method 
The method adopted was a systematic 
literature review, using the Mendeley and 
Scopus databases. Keywords and phrases 
relating to the aims of the study were identified 
to establish a search string (furniture linked with 
words such as consumption, disposal, lifetime, 
longevity, repair, reuse, etc.).  
 
The search process initially realised several 
thousand results. Duplicates were removed and 
results filtered by date (post-2010) and potential 
relevance to furniture lifetimes. The total was 
substantially reduced, and the remaining 209 
publications were explored to assess the depth 
and breadth of ‘state of the art’ knowledge in the 
field. In addition, furniture sector websites and 
‘grey’ literature (e.g. government and trade 
publications) were used to access information 
where gaps in knowledge were apparent, and a 
snowballing process was used in which 
bibliographies of key publications were checked 
for additional sources.  
 
Design and Manufacture 
Designing for longevity 
Furniture longevity is influenced by how items 
are designed and manufactured. Design 
guidelines for optimising longevity are common 
to many consumer durables: they include 
identifying the desired lifespan and selecting 
appropriate components and materials, 
designing for reliability by eliminating weak 
links, adaptability, facilitating maintenance and 
repair, anticipating reuse, and facilitating 
remanufacturing (Vezzoli and Manzini, 2008). 
Lewis and Gertsakis (2001) produced a 
checklist of ecodesign principles specifically for 
furniture and, with notable foresight, proposed 
the extended producer responsibility, in which 
furniture companies would take back discarded 
products and reuse them or their components.  
 
Several recent reports have explored how 
design could reduce environmental impacts 
with guidelines aimed at increased lifetimes. 
For example, the Nordic Council of Ministers 
(2018, p. 50) proposed that furniture should 
have to comply with certain minimum technical 
standards and items consisting of multiple 
component parts or materials should be 
designed for disassembly. Moreover, 
disassembling and replacing worn parts should 
be within the capacity of the consumer and 
manufacturers should be required to make 
spare parts available for a specified period and 
at proportional cost.  
 
Aside from technical considerations, 
emotionally durable design, which addresses 
the user’s sense of attachment to a product is 
also important: ‘timeless’ furniture design 
withstands wear both “from the eye and the 
hand” (Hagejärd et al., 2020, p. 16). 
 
Several furniture industry initiatives address 
longevity. For example, in a recent position 
paper, the European Furniture Industries 
Confederation propose use of ecodesign to 
“increase the lifetime and durability of furniture 
products” (EFIC, 2020, p. 6). Moreover, the 
world’s largest furniture company, IKEA 
(2021a), has stated: “we want our products to 
live for as long as possible” and is “testing … 
furniture leasing, take-back and buy-back 
schemes, and helping customers repair, reuse 
and recycle old furniture” (IKEA, 2021b). 
Several academic studies have addressed 
IKEA, although these have mostly explored 
management issues rather than its 
environmental performance.  
 
Manufacture 
Furniture producers range from small craft-
based makers of bespoke items to large scale 
manufacturers; either may produce high quality 
furniture, although only the latter have the 
capacity to produce cheap ‘fast furniture’. No 
academic studies on the relationship between 
different types of company and the quality of 
their products were identified in the literature.  
 
Cordela and Hidalgo (2016, p. 73) concluded 
that furniture production “basically consists of 
assembly of components and product finishing, 
which in general play a secondary role from an 
environmental point of view compared to 
production and supply of materials.” Energy 
impacts tend to be greater for metals and 
plastics than wood, but “the durability of 
materials made from wood can be lower … 
especially in the absence of appropriate 
treatment” (ibid). 
 
An apparent trend towards use of lower quality 
materials, notably a shift away from solid wood 
and metal furniture, has been criticised by the 
European Environmental Bureau (EEB, 2017). 
Even metal components may not be durable, as 
demonstrated by handles made from low-cost 
metal alloys coated with a polished brass effect 
plating rather than solid brass.  
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Acquisition  
Purchasing new  
Consumers purchase furniture for many 
reasons, including changes in family or financial 
situation, the desire to decorate, renovate or 
redesign a room, and the ageing or disrepair of 
old furniture (Zwierzyński, 2017). Their ability 
and willingness to purchase furniture designed 
and manufactured for a long lifetime varies and 
will be influenced by their understanding of 
build quality, awareness of finishes and 
maintenance requirements, and interest in 
design aesthetics.  
 
Certain trends may inhibit the purchase of 
higher quality furniture. For example, online 
shopping may be reducing the ability of 
consumers to assess quality, although research 
evidence is lacking. Flat pack furniture can be 
transported compactly and more cheaply but 
may prove short-lived if, once assembled, it is 
not easy to disassemble and move (Brook 
Lyndhurst, 2011).  
 
Information and labelling 
Consumers wishing to make appropriate 
decisions need relevant information. 
Environmental labelling criteria may include 
anticipated longevity. For example, the 
European Union (EU) ecolabel for furniture 
aims to promote “a durable and high-quality 
product that is easy to repair and disassemble” 
(EC, 2016). Ecolabelled furniture must comply 
with certain European standards relating to 
durability and strength and be accompanied by 
a five year guarantee at no extra cost. Spare 
parts must be available for five years and at 
‘proportional’ cost. Furniture consisting of 
multiple component parts or materials must be 
designed for disassembly. Uptake of the 
furniture ecolabel has, however, been minimal 
(Donatello et al., 2020). 
 
The EU is currently exploring options for 
product lifetime labelling. The Nordic Council of 
Ministers (2018, p. 50) proposed that 
manufacturers should declare the expected 
lifespan of furniture in normal use and that this 
could “serve as a precursor to a requirement on 
prolonged warranty.”  
 
Pre-owned furniture 
As much discarded furniture is reusable, 
second-hand markets, ranging from charity 
shops to online sales platforms, represent an 
important influence upon furniture lifetimes. 
Market research data suggests that global 
sales of second-hand furniture are increasing 
(Research Nester, 2020). Environmental, 
financial and employment benefits from reusing 
furniture have been identified by WRAP (2011a, 
2011b); for example, reuse enables reduced 
CO2 emissions, less consumption of virgin 
materials and greater resource efficiency 
(Castellani et al., 2015; Chakraborty et al., 
2017).  
 
Against the general trend, the market for 
antique furniture has been in decline (Antique 
Collecting Magazine, 2015), in part because 
many antique items are bulky or make 
inefficient use of space (Antiques Trade 
Gazette, 2017). Parsons (2010, p. 288) 
concluded: “Changes to dining habits have 
meant that sets of period dining chairs (once a 
mainstay of the trade) have fallen in price. More 
profound perhaps is the intensified pursuit of 
the new and fashionable in interiors.” Academic 
research on antique furniture has typically been 
from the perspective of design history rather 
than applied to contemporary concerns. 
 
A few research studies have addressed 
second-hand furniture. Gullstrand Edbring et al. 
(2016) found young consumers more likely to 
be motivated by economic than environmental 
reasons. Many expressed a preference for high 
quality second-hand furniture over new but 
lower quality products. Barriers to growth in the 
market included a fear that second-hand 
furniture may harbour pests. Research in the 
USA by Fortuna and Diyamandoglu (2017) 
found that the most common sources for such 
furniture were friends, acquaintances, and 
neighbours, followed by vintage shops and thrift 
stores; a much smaller proportion used online 
sources. The most commonly acquired items 
were chairs and desks, followed by bookcases, 
dining tables and sofas. 
 
Sharing and renting 
Recent years have seen growth in the ‘sharing 
economy’ in which consumers access items by 
means other than purchasing, such as giving, 
swapping, or lending. Demailly and Novel 
(2014) identified furniture as a product 
especially suited to sharing. Typically 
undertaken when items are surplus to owners’ 
requirements, sharing offers environmental 
benefits as furniture is utilised more efficiently, 
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Rental has been advocated by proponents of 
product-service systems on the grounds that it 
removes an incentive for suppliers to favour 
short-lived goods (e.g. Schrader, cited in 
Besch, 2005). Consumers on short term work 
contracts or without a permanent home might 
otherwise purchase cheap, low quality items, 
although empirical evidence is lacking. Several 
research studies on furniture rental were 
identified, although none focussed specifically 
on the impact on lifetimes. Gullstrand Edbring 
et al. (2016) found little interest in renting 
furniture apart from short term use for parties. 
Lidenhammer (2015) found support for short-
term rental from students, as did Moore and 
Taylor (2009), and from people on temporary 
work contracts, but concluded that, with the 
exception of furniture for babies or children, 
longer-term rental was less feasible.  
 
Besch (2005, p. 1085) explored the commercial 
market. Her study concluded that furniture 
rental would only be successful if cheaper than 
purchase and its adoption was unlikely without 
legislative pressure to address waste due to the 
high financial risk of such an innovation, the fact 
that the office furniture typically lasts around 12 
years and is not a major investment, and 
concern about market demand. 
 
Care, Repair and Disposal 
Care and attachment 
Although interest in repair and reuse among 
academics has increased, the maintenance of 
products by their owners has received less 
attention (cf. Harmer et al., 2019). This is 
especially significant for furniture, as items in 
people’s homes are ‘on display’ and their 
surface quality thus has particular significance. 
The likelihood of furniture requiring repair, 
particularly wood-based items, is influenced by 
the quality of care and maintenance by users.  
 
The literature review revealed research on the 
care and repair of furniture to be limited, 
although premature disposal has increased 
interest in user-product attachment and 
emotionally durable design. Hagejärd et al. 
(2020) suggested that care is associated with 
quality, and more likely if items are beautiful, 
functional and made from good material. Older 
items of furniture may offer emotional 
connection with owners when they are family 
‘hand-me-downs’ and contain personal stories 
of their history. According to Harper (2018, p. 
29), “things that make us feel at home, and 
which carry memories, are magical; they have 
a certain aura.” Influential Japanese designer 
and folk craft pioneer Soeti Yanagi suggested 
that objects should be regarded as “constant 
companions” which “should be made with care 
and built to last” (Yanagi, 2019, p. 8).  
 
Furniture surfaces may age with beauty, 
creating an elegant and long-lasting product. 
The surface of wood, in particular, is vital to its 
aesthetic quality and thus its value. Even dents, 
scratches and graffiti may create character and 
serve as a form of storyboarding. Appropriate 
protective finishes for wood are important, 
however, especially if the item is used outdoors 
or in domestic kitchen or commercial cafe 
environments. No academic studies relating to 
whether and how owners protect their furniture 
from damage were identified.  
 
Repairability 
The potential to repair furniture clearly 
influences its lifetime. Historically furniture was 
“exclusive, custom made, and easy to repair”, 
but in the case of kitchens, for example, repair 
has become more difficult “since fibreboards 
became the most common material” (Ollar et 
al., 2020). 
  
Repair may be undertaken either by 
professional specialists or owners. Low 
consumer expenditure on furniture repair work, 
averaging less than £40m annually (NSO, 
2021), suggests that such work is mostly 
undertaken by owners. Gregson et al. (2009) 
described how consumer competence in 
maintaining furniture is liable to affect the 
outcome and determine whether and when 
items are discarded. Although it need not 
require a high level of practical ability or access 
to specialist tools and equipment, technical 
information may be helpful. Online platforms 
such as YouTube and Facebook have enabled 
enthusiasts and small business restorers and 
repairers to promote training videos with tips, 
techniques and processes, while the popular 
repair platform iFixit (2021) now offers guides 
for furniture.  
 
Prospective purchasers may wish to be aware 
of an item of furniture’s repairability and labels 
have been proposed. In a proposed rating 
system, the European Environmental Bureau 
identified key criteria as the availability of repair 
manuals, the potential for non-destructive 
disassembly and reassembly, the type and 
number of tools required to undertake repair, 
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and the availability and cost of spare parts 
(EEB, 2015). 
 
Expectations, attachment and disposal 
The literature review indicated a dearth of data 
on furniture lifetimes, while suggesting that the 
longevity of certain items may be in decline, and 
some may last longer than the period for which 
owners wish to use them. In the USA, surveys 
of prospective furniture buyers revealed that the 
average life expectancy for a ‘good-quality sofa’ 
declined from 14.2 years in 1985 to 12.1 years 
in 1996 and 7.8 years in 2006 (Ozark 
Woodcrafters, 2021). A survey revealed that 
Austrian consumers normally use a sofa for 8.6 
years, a desk 8.8 years and a wardrobe 10.5 
years but expect them ‘to last or flawlessly 
function under normal intensity of use’ for 13.2 
years, 17.9 years and 19.0 years, respectively 
(Wieser et al., 2015).  
 
Awareness that many furniture items still have 
functional value when discarded has stimulated 
interest in user-product attachment. Hebrok 
(2016) noted that “emotional attachments can 
both prolong and shorten the lives of furniture 
dependent on the nature of the attachment.” Ko 
et al. (2015, p. 174) investigated how feelings 
during different stages of ownership “could 
either stimulate or dampen their relationship 
with the product”; attachment could arise from 
a sense that the item is unique and personal, 
and detachment from a change in fashion. 
 
In one of few studies to have addressed 
furniture disposal, Hebrok (2016) identified 
explanations which included wear and tear, 
unfashionable designs and colours, poor 
construction and inadequate repair and 
maintenance due to “lack of motivation, 
financial gain and convenience.” “Undesirable 
designs and styles” posed a greater problem 
than surface wear. The trigger might also be a 
changing life situation relating to the social 
structure of the household or its financial 
position.  
 
Reuse and Upcycling 
Disposal and reusability 
Throughout Europe community organisations 
collect items of furniture, repair them if 
necessary, and sell or donate them to support 
impoverished families. RREUSE (2019) 
estimated that in 2019 its members collected 
215,000 tonnes of furniture for repair, reuse and 
recycling, of which around 40% were reused. 
 
The method of furniture disposal may influence 
whether reuse is possible. Although unwanted 
items may be sold privately, passed onto family 
or friends, or donated to charity, in the UK much 
bulky waste is managed by municipal 
authorities, roughly two thirds through 
Household Waste Recycling Centres (HWRCs) 
and one third through kerbside collections. A 
(rather dated) survey indicated that furniture 
accounts for approximately 42% of all bulky 
waste, nearly 670,000 tonnes annually, in the 
UK (WRAP, 2012). A relatively high proportion 
of bulky waste from kerbside collections is 
furniture (notably sofas, nearly one fifth of such 
waste). Wardrobes, by contrast, were mostly 
delivered to HWRCs. Overall, around one-half 
of furniture received by municipal authorities 
was re-usable with no more than slight repair.  
 
A study in the USA found that the disposal 
method (e.g. donation to a thrift store or 
disposal as waste) was associated with 
education, perhaps due to a lack of 
transportation among the poor to take items to 
thrift stores. It may also reflect perceptions of 
reuse value, whether the process is convenient 
and requires little effort, and knowledge about 




Upcycling may prolong furniture lifetimes 
(Singh et al., 2019). A fine line exists between 
furniture upcycling and refurbishment. Some 
companies do both; in Sweden, for example, in 
addition to renovating items Soeco (2021) 
creates new furniture from leftover 
components. 
 
Sales of upcycled goods on online platform 
Etsy have increased (Xu and Gu, 2015), while 
books by Seo (2011) and McMurdo (2016) 
reflect growing public interest. For enthusiasts, 
upcycling is “not just about the money” (Dowle, 
2014). Sung et al. (2017) found that many 
practitioners were ‘hobbyists’, while Wilson 
(2016, p. 397) concluded that upcyclers were 
often “creative consumers … likely to be 
motivated intrinsically” rather than by “possible 
economic savings.”  
 
Several academic studies have explored 
upcycling from a consumer perspective. Wilson 
(2016) concluded that younger consumers are 
especially open to purchasing upcycled goods. 
Although purchasers may be motivated by 
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sustainably (Owen, 2020), aesthetic quality and 
performance are significant: some associate 
upcycling with “poorly executed DIY projects 
(or) a roughly painted chest of drawers” (Clarke, 
2020). Yu and Lee (2019) concluded that 
prospective buyers may lack trust in the 
performance of upcycled products; Singh et al. 




This paper has presented key findings from a 
systematic literature review undertaken to 
identify the current state of knowledge 
concerning furniture longevity. Our overall 
assessment is that current knowledge and 
understanding is inadequate in the light of 
policy debate on product labelling and extended 
producer responsibility and the need to adapt 
business models to meet the requirements of a 
circular economy.  
 
The literature on sustainable design is well-
established and many of its principles are 
applicable to furniture. Several reports by public 
bodies and non-governmental organisations 
have proposed measures to enable the 
furniture sector to adopt practices consistent 
with a circular economy. Although the rationale 
for these may appear self-evident, such as the 
benefits of better quality materials, research is 
needed to explore the necessary transition. 
Discussion of ‘fast furniture’ has mostly taken 
place in the popular media and a deeper 
explanation are required if it is to be reversed, 
including an analysis of the influences that drive 
manufacturing practices and product quality. 
 
Consumers exert a significance upon furniture 
lifetimes and trends such as flat-pack furniture 
and online shopping may have implications for 
product lifetimes. Literature relating to the 
purchase process was found to be sparse, 
mostly addressing consumers’ priorities and 
information requirements. For example, 
research aimed at the apparent preference 
among consumers for cheap and relatively low 
quality furniture is lacking. By contrast, several 
studies have been undertaken relating to 
second-hand markets and the (evidently 
limited) potential for furniture rental. 
 
Knowledge around the aesthetic quality and 
maintenance of furniture is significant because 
items are displayed in the home. No research 
was found on the extent to which owners act to 
prevent or treat surface damage, although an 
association between product quality and user 
care was identified.  
 
Studies with quantitative data on furniture 
lifetimes only considered a few products. Just 
one study directly addressed the reasons why 
owners discard items, although disposal routes, 
which may affect whether furniture is reused, 
have received some attention. Lastly, a few 
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